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Abstract 
A salutogenic approach was used to explore themes of strength and well-being in the life 
stories of Burmese refugees (N=18) living in Australia.  Previous refugee studies have tended 
to focus on negative responses to traumatic events (e.g., Posttraumatic Stress Disorder, 
depression).  In order to widen the scope of refugee related research the focus of the current 
study was informed by a salutogenic perspective, exploring sources of strength that may 
facilitate well-being.  Semi-structured narrative interviews were conducted exploring: the 
participant’s life before fleeing Burma, the journey of exile, and post migration in Australia.  
Eight women and 10 men (Mage = 39 years) were interviewed and transcriptions analysis of 
the narratives was conducted using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), with 
major themes being explicated.  Super-ordinate themes pertaining to strength during times of 
hardship were identified and explicated as: support from interpersonal relationships, the 
pivotal role of values, a sense of future and agency, and reliance on spiritual or religious 
beliefs.  The results indicate the existence of sources of strength that may contribute to human 
responses in times of hardship.  Recognition and reflection of strengths may be incorporated 
into therapeutic and resettlement approaches for people from refugee backgrounds.  
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“While every refugee's story is different, and their anguish personal, they all share a common 
thread of uncommon courage – the courage not only to survive, but to persevere and rebuild 
their shattered lives.” 
 
Antonio Guterres, U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees, 2005 
 
Well-Being of Refugees from Burma: A Salutogenic Perspective 
 
In the country of Burma, a civil war that has continued over 50 years (Department of 
Immigration and Multicultural Affairs [DIMA], 2006), has caused at least one million people 
to become displaced (UNHCR, 2010).  These people have been exposed to horrific 
experiences in Burma, as well as in the camps and countries to which they have fled (Lang, 
2002).  Experiences include witnessing widespread bloodshed (Lang, 2002), forced 
relocation of entire villages through physical violence or the burning down of the villages 
(Cardozo, Talley, Burton, & Crawford, 2004), forced labour (Bowles, 1998), extensive 
family separation, famine, and disease (Lang, 2002).  
Due to the severity of the issues surrounding the refugee experience, and the 
distressing fact that the number of people forced into exile is actually on the rise (Norwegian 
Refugee Council, 2008; US Committee for Refugees, 2000), a large body of research is 
emerging in response to the mental health of people from refugee backgrounds.  The majority 
of this research is characterised by a deficit model approach with a focus on maladjustment in 
the countries of resettlement, mental illness, and particularly Western models of 
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and depression (Ahearn, 2000; Carlson & Rosser-
Hogan, 1991; Eisenbruch, 1992; Silove, Steel, McGorry, & Mohan, 1998; Nicholson, 1997).  
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Many studies have indicated a significant relationship between the trauma experienced by 
refugees and psychopathology (Fazel, Wheeler, & Danesh, 2005; Miller, Muzurovic, 
Worthington, Tipping, & Goldman, 2002; Silove et al., 1998).  However research has also 
found inconsistencies in rates of PTSD and depression and has shown general 
unpredictability in terms of the reactions to trauma across cultural groups (Hussain & 
Bhushan, 2009; Miller et al., 2002; Summerfield, 1999).  As a result there has been concern 
about the suitability of Western trauma models as a framework for addressing the refugee 
experience (Harrop et al., 2008; Rosbrook & Schweitzer, 2010).  
The present study is a response to the notion that existing research in this area is 
largely based upon descriptions and analysis of human experiences emphasising the negative 
consequences of trauma.  In contrast, the current study adopts a salutogenic perspective in 
exploring the experiences of refugees from Burma.  The word ‘salutogenesis’ is derived from 
the Latin ‘salus’ which translates to health, and the Greek ‘genesis’ meaning origin. The 
salutogenic approach, as theorised by Antonovsky (1987), is framed towards examining 
health promoting factors and well-being as opposed to investigating illness and pathogenesis 
(Harrop, Addis, Elliot, & Williams, 2008).   
The current study proposes that by exploring the narratives of people from refugee 
backgrounds outside of the discourse of trauma, it is possible to identify factors and 
mechanisms that lead in the direction of well-being (Harrop et al., 2008).  Furthermore, this 
approach may uncover resources from which individuals have drawn strength during their 
experiences of forced migration and resettlement (Marlowe, 2009), enabling the exploration 
of important aspects of mental health that have commonly been overlooked (Tempany, 2009).  
Studies that have explored factors that contribute to positive adaptation in refugee 
populations have identified concepts of posttraumatic growth, coping strategies and 
resources, resilience and strengths.  Specifically these experiences have been identified as 
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including emotional support, faith, cognitive strategies, and new possibilities (Copping, 
Shakespeare-Finch, & Cooping, 2010; Shakespeare-Finch & Wickham, 2010).  Findings 
from such studies contribute towards an understanding of the complexities of response to 
traumatic experiences, and emphasise the ways in which people are able to re-establish 
connections, re-build, and make meaning from their lives.  
Two streams of research have emerged when exploring salutogenic constructs: 
quantitative studies that have used specific scales such as the Sense Of Coherence Scale 
(Antonovsky, 1987) and the Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996), 
and qualitative studies that have allowed for a broader interpretation of information using 
concepts such as resilience and strengths.  The existing body of research on refugee 
populations is dominated by a quantitative methodological approach.  In a meta-analysis by 
Ahearn (2000) that reviewed 270 studies in refugee research, only 19 studies had used a 
qualitative approach.  This reliance of quantitative methods may present a limitation in this 
research area.  Ahearn (2000) describes the difference between the two methodologies as akin 
to top-down (quantitative) versus bottom-up (qualitative) reasoning.  In order to understand 
the consequence of experience it is imperative to understand how the experience is 
understood and made meaningful by the individual and a qualitative approach is an effective 
method in explicating such aspects of human experience.   
  The qualitative approach may be used to gain knowledge about the individual’s 
“experiential realm” (Polkinghorne, 2010, p. 426) and responses to experiences such as 
forced relocation, before an attempt is made to measure these responses using quantitative 
methods.  Miller and colleagues (2002) suggest that qualitative methods may address the fact 
that “the voices of refugees are largely absent from the literature on refugee mental health” 
(p. 343).  Through language-based approaches such as in-depth interviewing, researchers aim 
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to explicate meaning from the dialogue and identify the ways that individuals construct 
meaning about their world, their interactions with other people, and with themselves.  
 The current study employed an adaptation of Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA) (Smith, Jarman, & Osborn, 1999) that was informed by narrative theory to 
explore the individual experiences of strength in pre-migration life, the journey of exile, and 
post-migration life of individuals from Burma.  IPA facilitated the process of identifying 
unique and common themes across the narratives and made possible the interpretation of 
these experiences. 
   Aside from research based on theories of biomedical models of trauma and 
loss, there is a lack of clear theoretical foundation for alternative approaches to refugee 
mental health research.  Therefore the current study seeks to offer an empirical contribution 
to theory in this area from a salutogenic framework.   The aim of the study was to: (1) explore 
the individual refugee experience and how participants made meaning from their experiences; 
(2) identify resources available to the individual that act as sources of strength and contribute 
to well-being; (3) using a sound theoretical basis of salutogenisis, explicate findings to inform 
research and policy regarding refugee mental health and well-being.  
 
Method 
Participants 
 Eighteen people from Burma participated in the study (male = 10, female = 8; Mage = 
39 years, SD = 10.58, range = 21 – 60 years).  All participants had moved to Australia from 
Burma under refugee status and had settled in Brisbane.  Ten of the participants were form 
the Karen community and eight were from the Chin community with 13 people identifing as 
Christians and five as Buddhists.  Eleven of the participants had spent time in refugee camps 
on Thailand-Burma border before coming to Australia, and seven had spent time in India 
SALUTOGENESIS AND REFUGEE EXPERIENCE 7 
 
(either in or outside of refugee camps).  Seven people in the sample were single, 10 were 
married, and one was widowed.  Eleven people had children (M = 3, SD = .89) and the 
majority of participants had a basic understanding of the English language, however an 
interpreter was used throughout each interview.   
Materials 
 A semi-structured interview protocol was designed for this study.  The interview 
questions asked the participants to describe their lives in Burma before they left the country, 
the events surrounding their departure from Burma, their experiences in the camps or ‘second 
country’, and finally their post-migration experiences in Australia.  In order to elicit themes 
of strength when discussing difficult experiences, questions included “what helped you to get 
through that period?”  The questions were designed to be open-ended so that the interviewee 
could guide the direction of the interview.  To check for cultural appropriateness, bi-lingual 
representatives from both the Karen and Chin communities examined the interview and 
approved of the content.   
Procedure 
 Ethical clearance for the project was granted from the Queensland University of 
Technology (QUT) research ethics committee. Participants were recruited through a Burmese 
community worker or through liaison with a non-government run organisation. A snowball 
sampling procedure was used.  The purpose and procedure of the study was explained to all 
participants by bi-lingual interpreters and all participants provided informed consent.  The 
interviews were conducted across several settings comprising: a university setting; at the 
home of the interpreter and at a community centre in Brisbane.  All participants were given a 
$20.00 gift voucher as a token of appreciation for their participation in the study.  Interviews 
were approximately one and a half hours in length.  The interviews were tape recorded and 
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transcribed.  The transcriptions were then analysed, themes identified, and codes for themes 
were created to provide a basis for the explication of the data.   
Explication 
The explication process as informed by IPA guidelines involved a number of steps 
that were both ideographic and nomothetic in nature (Smith et al., 1999).  The initial step of 
analysis involved thorough reading of the individual transcriptions (ideographic) and initial 
notes were made regarding major points of interest (Smith et al., 1999).  The transcripts were 
then re-read and these notes were refined and coded into themes that represented different 
units of meaning that were seen to be articulations of the “salient experiences” (Schweitzer et 
al., 2007, p.285) of the interviewee.  The next step involved analysing and explicating the 
connections between the themes that emerged across the interviews (nomothetic).  The final 
step was to cluster the constituent themes into super-ordinate themes that were deemed to 
collectively express overarching meanings across the 18 transcriptions (Giorgi & Giorgi, 
2008; Smith et al., 1999).  The process of coding and qualitative data retrieval was assisted 
through the use of the computer program Atlas.ti 5.  The program assisted the analysis of the 
frequency of themes, as well as the clustering of themes or connection between themes.   
Reliability and validity of the results of the qualitative analysis was checked by 
comparing the results from one transcript produced by both the first named researcher and an 
independent coder.  This comparison revealed a high rate of consistency with 55 out of 60 
codes (92%) being identified in the same way between coders.   
Results 
The aim of the current study was to identify themes that emerged in relation to the 
participants’ experiences of strength in times of adversity.  From the analysis of the in-depth 
interviews, 47 constituent themes were identified and grouped into five super-ordinate 
themes.  One of the super-ordinate themes related to direct experiences of adversity and the 
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remaining four themes pertained to strength in times of adversity.  Reflecting the focus of the 
research, the four themes pertaining to strength were: interpersonal relationships, existential 
values, sense of future and agency, and spirituality.  Table 1 presents the four super-ordinate 
themes that focus on experiences of strength. And the constituent themes that inform the 
particular overarching dimension. 
 
Please insert Table 1 approximately here 
 
Interpersonal Relationships 
 The experience of interpersonal relationships emerged as a salient theme and was 
reported by all of the people interviewed.  When discussing what gave the participants’ 
strength to survive difficult experiences, many discussed the importance of their relationships 
with their families and communities. It became evident that the relationships within the 
family, and the support experienced by these relationships, were a deep source of strength.  
One man described how he had survived harsh discrimination in India: 
There are different things that give me strength all the time. Probably my parents and 
my friends who love me so much.  And I can say these are two things about the 
strengths I’ve got.  (Male, age 37) 
Another man, when forced to porter heavy loads for the Burmese military, reported that his 
motivation to survive was centred on his family: 
I would think the Burmese military is going to kill me if I don’t carry that way, if they 
kill me what will happen to my family? (Male, age 56) 
This quote indicated that it was the importance of his family and the responsibility that he felt 
for their future, that gave him strength to endure the forced labor.   
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 Another dominant experience reported by over half the participants was the 
experience of friendship and of sharing stories of struggle.  One participant expressed the 
sense of community she had found in a camp on the Thai border:  
The good thing was that we formed a community... so that was the place where you 
would charge your emotion and strength. (Female, age 42) 
One man reported that the people in the camp even managed to form religious groups and 
support groups: 
When somebody is sad like his family dead or losing …we have groups in the camp, 
they go and they encourage them and have for them what they need like if they need 
some help they buy some food and they share together, they encourage them.  (Male, 
age 23) 
This quote emphasised the importance and value of a sense of support and community in 
difficult environments and revealed the ability to share experiences and gain support as a 
source of encouragement and strength.  Another participant who had been living in India at 
the time reported the counselling provided by the United Nations was a way to share her 
experiences and gain strength: 
So it was very, very bad, but we have someone there that we can speak to about what 
is happening in our life.  So those people, those things are a combination that gives us 
the force of power to overcome the challenges that we face.  (Female, age 30) 
Across the 18 interviews experiences conveying the importance of interpersonal relationships 
were evidently a means by which participants were able to gain strength when facing 
adversity.   
Existential Values 
 Experiences describing existential values emerged as a super-ordinate theme and 
across the interviews.  Existential values referred to experiences relating to aspects of living 
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that make life valuable, meaningful, and worth living. For example, factors including 
freedom and safety emerged as existential values and served as a form of motivation to 
survive adversity  
 The interviews included stories of escape, expressed the value of independence, and 
freedom, and detailed the great risks that the participants were willing to take to achieve these 
values.  As the adverse experiences were described, many of the participants associated their 
will to survive with the importance of survival and independence that could be achieved.  For 
example, stories of escape as mentioned by over half of participants involved extremely 
difficult journeys, lack of food, escape from gunfire, and living in the jungle for years, 
however when asked how this adversity was bared, responses often encompassed goals of 
freedom and independence.  One participant detailed her escape from Burma that took over 
ten days and involved an overcrowded truck along dangerous roads, and a two day walk with 
no food, water or sleep: 
It is very bad because of high mountains with steep edges, if you fall you are in the 
water…Even though it was very difficult nothing worried me because I went all the 
way not because somebody pushed me but I want to get the freedom.  (Female, age 
42) 
When asked about the hardest part of life in Burma, one participant expressed the value of 
freedom and the difficulty experienced when it is taken from you: 
The most difficult thing in Burma would be that your life has no value.  You cannot 
do what you want, they control your life, it is not yours.  (Male, age 36) 
The importance of freedom and independence was mentioned repeatedly throughout the 
interviews, particularly when discussing experiences of oppression.  Another man conveyed 
the motivation and strength that these values provided through the difficult journey from 
Burma: 
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I only think one thing, I have to be in Malaysia to be free from anything, that is what 
keep me going even though it is difficult, even if I am lost I will get there somehow.  
(Male, age 29) 
When asked what factors contribute to a happy life one man’s response expressed the 
importance of a sense of safety and freedom: 
If you live without fear, you can go wherever you can, do whatever as long as it is 
under the law, and that for me is the foundation for a good life.  (Female, age 30) 
Once living in Australia many participants described the importance of gaining employment 
so that they were able to support themselves in their new lives.  The goal of becoming 
financially independent from the Australian government, as well as the ambition to own a 
home, was commonly reported and reflected the importance of independence and the 
motivation and strength that this value provided.   
Sense of Future and Agency  
 A sense of future and agency emerged as a dominant theme when discussing survival 
through adversity.  Responses were often future-oriented and described the participant’s 
motivation to be actively involved in change and to have ownership of their actions, which 
could also be described as agency. When discussing what gave the participant strength to 
endure difficult experiences responses were often future-oriented and expressed hope for 
political change, hope for a safe place to call home, and a general sense of hope for a more 
secure future for the participant and their families.  When one woman was asked what gave 
her the strength to make it through harsh times in the camps in Thailand, she responded: 
Basically my dream is to be free, to do what I can and do what I want, so that my 
family and the people there [Burma] would be able to see what I can do for them.  So 
the dream of the future.  (Female, age 30) 
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This quote was clearly future-oriented as it centred on a ‘dream’ for the future that included 
freedom, and the motivation to help others, which also displayed a sense of agency.  The 
woman further indicated that maintaining a focus on the future, and the sentiment that the 
future would be better than the times of adversity, helped her to survive difficult times in both 
Burma and Australia: 
I have the shortest answer to what gets me through the difficulties and that is basically 
if the present situation is not good I look forward to the future, so holding the future 
would be better than the present. (Female, age 30) 
Another participant also described thoughts that acted as a source of strength for her when in 
a refugee camp, and again they focused on a more positive future: 
I thought that maybe if we go to a safer place, they have a good life, in a safe place, to 
have a safe future.  (Female, age 42) 
When asked what helped one participant to get through difficulties in Australia, he responded 
“Hope for the future, getting an education, and then a job” (Male, 37).  This quote embraced 
a sense of future and the motivation to gain an education in order to achieve a future result 
(employment).  These quotes were typical of many of the interviews, and revealed the 
participants’ association between an education and hope for a secure future including 
employment and stability.   
The recurrent theme of agency that emerged when discussing the future was 
characterised by experiences of motivation to help others and motivation to make a difference 
in their own lives and that of their loved ones.  Participants identified education as a tool for 
progress both in Burma and in Australia, and in many cases this seemed to serve as a source 
of strength and motivation to face challenges such as language barriers.  One man 
commented on his hopes for his children’s education in Australia: 
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If my kids can be educated that would be good, I want them to be educated first so 
they don’t have to be a servant like me and they will be able to get a job that they 
want.  I always tell them that if you study really hard now then you will be able to 
work anywhere you want and you will be much better than me. (Male, age 35) 
Several of the participants made reference to their motivation to help others still struggling in 
Burma, for example: 
It is not myself only but it was also my family and the people around us that were 
suffering so I want to help them but there is no other ways, so the reason I leave the 
country is that if I could get freedom from Burma and if I am in a free country then I 
would be able to help those people and so that is the point of why I must go on.  
(Male, age 29) 
The following quote is from a woman who lived in the jungles in Burma for five years, 
avoiding the military and oppression, and then experienced extreme discrimination whilst 
living on the streets of India. She recalled: 
Through all my experiences in India, what I have learned is that when you are faced 
with difficulties, face it everyday, and I count it as lessons and if you don’t give up 
then you have the best results at the end.  (Female, age 20)  
This quote encompassed a future-focused perspective as it allowed present difficulties, and 
the determination to confront those difficulties, to be reframed in terms of the reward of the 
“best results” in the future.  From the interviews it was clear that a sense of future and agency 
facilitated motivation for survival through extreme adversity. 
Spirituality 
 Although all participants claimed to subscribe to a religious belief system (as 
indicated in the methods section) only half of the participants spoke about their spirituality or 
made reference to experiences of faith or religion.  This theme was expressed through 
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experiences including church involvement, the importance of church songs, and spiritual 
leadership. When discussing experiences of adversity some participants made reference to the 
experience or importance of spirituality as expressed through comments that described how 
they would ‘pray’ or ‘put their faith in God’.  The importance of spirituality to these 
individuals assisted with the acceptance of adversity, as one man explained:  
I think the only thing that I did on this journey was to pray.  We also encourage one 
another and if God’s will we will see each other again, and that is very comforting for 
us and help us to cope very well.  (Male, 34) 
 Putting responsibility for his future in God’s will, and the future of those around him, acted 
as a source of strength to cope with the adversity and helped him to make meaning from these 
experiences.  Another participant described that her beliefs in God gave her a reason to live: 
After I have struggled with my life like this I think that when I know that my life is a 
gift from God and I have to take care of it and I have the responsibility and that is 
probably the only thing, the only reason to live.  (Female, age 42) 
 With the individual’s faith in God, also came the responsibility to look after her own life, 
and consequently the strength to survive her adverse experiences.   One man further 
described that with the belief that God was protecting his life, also came the belief that his 
life had meaning and once again that he had the strength and responsibility to protect his own 
life:  
There are different things that give me strength all the time.  Probably God plays a 
very big role, because in my life it just happens or it is controlled by somebody, then 
I’m also protected by somebody, so I must have meaning, so that gives me strength 
that I must protect my life.  (Male, age 37) 
Church involvement also emerged as a source of strength for participants as it acted as a 
spiritual support network.  Participants described how they formed church and worship 
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groups in the camps and in India, that that this was a place where they were able to “charge 
their strength” (Male, age 37).  Church songs and the Bible were also mentioned many times 
as a way of regaining perspective during adversity.  As one woman described:  
The Bible gives me strength all the time…but when I am really stressed I will read 
like different passage and it gives me strength then I also listen to Gospel songs and it 
really helps me recover from my loneliness. (Female, age 42) 
It was clear from the interviews that those who placed faith in religion or spirituality found it 
to be a source of strength in difficult times and facilitated the process of making meaning 
from their adverse experiences.  
Discussion 
The aim of the current study was to explore salutogenic features of strength in the 
stories of refugees from Burma, specifically when recounting their experiences in response to 
adversity.  The data revealed four super-ordinate themes pertaining to experiences of 
strength:  interpersonal relationships, existential values, sense of future and agency, and 
spirituality.  Some aspects of the sources of strength identified, including support from 
relationships and spirituality, contribute to existing literature in this area that has identified 
similar constructs as positive resources for refugee populations from Sudan (Khawaja et al., 
2008; Schweitzer, Melvile, Steel, & Lacherz, 2006).  It is also noted that the experiences of 
existential values and sense of agency that emerged in the current study have received limited 
attention in the existing literature.  This may be due to the reliance of previous studies on 
methodologies that are purely quantitative as well as a priori definitions of important 
variables to be considered (Khawaja et al., 2008).  The current findings therefore offer 
important and novel insight into the experiences of the people in the current sample.  Future 
studies might explore the degree to which these findings are generalisable to other refugee 
groups.  
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 Interpersonal relationships were identified as a major source of strength for 
participants who described their family and friends as a means of support and motivation to 
‘make it through’ hard times.  Relationships contributed to the participants’ capacity to 
comprehend experiences.  The opportunities for participants to relate to others, share, and 
validate their experiences with others provided the sentiment that they were not isolated in 
their adverse environments.  Family and community support emerged as a key resource for 
participants in order to meet the emotional demands of their stressful environments.  When 
describing the emotional toll of losing loved ones, participants often described how they 
found relief in the support and encouragement of others.   
The strength drawn from interpersonal relationships also contributed to the 
individual’s ability to make meaning from their experiences.  When discussing adversity 
many participants would draw on their responsibilities to their family, reasoning that they 
knew they had to endure the hardship in order to support their family.  For example one 
Karen-speaking man (age 41) described how he had worked and lived in terrible conditions in 
the jungles in Thailand for nine years.  When asked how he made meaning from these 
extremely difficult events in his life he responded that he knew what he was doing would 
provide money to support his family back in Burma, and this made his work meaningful and 
gave him the strength to keep going.  These results were congruent with other studies in the 
area of refugee research that have identified social networks (Khawaja et al., 2008; 
Schweitzer et al., 2006; Young, 2001), support (Copping et al., 2010), and identification with 
others (Schweitzer et al., 2007) as forms of coping strategies, sources of strength, or 
resilience factors.  These findings underscore the importance of a sense of community and 
interpersonal support when resettling in Australia, as well as the importance of 
communication with family if they have become separated. 
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Existential values were identified as a source of strength for participants who reported 
the importance of values such as freedom, independence, and survival.  The importance of 
these values, and the strength they provided became apparent when participants discussed 
times values such as safety and freedom had been taken away, specifically through 
experiences of oppression.  Many participants described dangerous escapes from the Burmese 
military and when asked how they made meaning from these experiences, they described how 
they knew they would not be free whilst still in Burma, and so the values of independence 
and freedom gave them the strength to escape.  The importance of existential values 
contributed to an ability to make meaning from difficult situations.  For example many 
participants described their struggles with English however were able to comprehend the 
process of learning English as a necessary step in order to achieve the value of independence 
through employment.  Therefore participants were able to make sense of their struggles as a 
necessary step towards being able to express these values.   
It is noted that once the need for safety and freedom had been satisfied in Australia, 
the participants emphasised the importance of other values that had not been reported as 
frequently in pre-migration life.  These values included independence that could be gained 
through employment, and the importance of a sense of ‘home’ in Australia.  The motivation 
to express these values, particularly once the needs for freedom and safety were fulfilled in 
Australia seemed to provide the participants with the strength to cope with difficulties such as 
language barriers and separation from family members.  Another study that identified the 
importance of home to refugees from Burma in the resettlement process identified home as a 
psychological, socio-emotional, and geographical space and found that loss of home was 
associated with physical and emotional disturbances (Rosbrook & Schweitzer, 2010).  These 
findings highlight the importance of the support process once in Australia, with particular 
reference to language, employment, and housing support.  These findings also raise the issue 
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that needs and motivations are complex and may change over the process of relocation.  
Therefore support programs that are sensitive to these developments may contribute to 
positive psychological adjustment for newly arrived refugees.  It is recommended that 
resettlement programs address the issue of what the client sees as valuable in their lives in 
Australia, and works with the individual to achieve these values whether they are 
employment, education, or independence related goals.  
 Sense of future emerged as a source of strength for participants who adopted a future-
focused perspective when discussing adversity.  Discussing future prospects allowed 
participants to refocus thoughts on more positive outcomes as opposed to dwelling on present 
adversities.  It has been suggested that focusing on a positive outcome may represent reward 
for dealing with the adversities of today (Khawaja et al., 2008).  Previous studies have 
identified the processes of refocusing on the future (Luster et al., 2009) and articulating 
wishes for the future (Kawhaja et al., 2008) as effective ways of dealing with stressful 
environments.   
Other studies have suggested a future-focused perspective to be a cognitive strategy 
that repositions circumstances away from events the individual cannot control towards a 
future that they can control (Luster et al., 2009), which also reflects a sense of agency.  As 
agency refers to the ability to decide, plan, and act (Kush & Cochran, 1993), the findings 
suggest that in situations where the individual was severely oppressed (e.g., by military, in 
refugee camp), the importance and experience of a sense of agency become more enhanced 
and valued.  In the present study participants would often follow descriptions of events 
beyond their control such as oppression, with aspirations for the future that they would be 
able to control involving their education or ability to help others.  
Refocusing thoughts onto achieving positive future goals also enhanced the 
individual’s ability to make meaning from adverse situations by positioning these experiences 
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as a necessary step leading to future successes.  A study that explored strengths drawn upon 
by a group of Sudanese refugees also identified the future-focused concept of ‘new 
possibilities’ (Copping et al., 2010).  The current study’s findings revealed that by focusing 
on new possibilities participants were able to move on from past traumatic experiences thus 
welcoming the idea of a more positive future, and these findings were consistent with the 
current study.  Previous studies have also shown that increased rates of PTG are related to a 
sense of hope (Shakespeare-Finch & Morris, 2010), and as the current study also identified 
‘hope for the future’ as a theme of strength, this supports the positive features of a future-
orientated perspective.  
 From the narratives it emerged that spirituality acted as a source of strength by 
providing meaning in difficult situations.  Participants’ responses pertaining to spirituality 
conveyed a belief in something greater than oneself and this provided the overarching belief 
that life has meaning.  Spirituality may have therefore increased the participants’ sense of 
manageability in adversity, enhancing their ability to respond to these experiences and cope 
with environmental stressors.  For example religion emerged as a source of strength by 
allowing individuals to place their fate in God, fostering a belief in a safer future.  
Participants would have therefore felt that with the support of God they have the emotional 
resources to meet the demands of their stressful environments.   
 The strength provided by spirituality is consistent with other studies that have 
identified religion as a form of support in difficult environments (Khawaja et al., 2008; Luster 
et al, 2009).  Luster et al. (2009) suggest that religion, and the belief in a greater reason for 
events, facilitates a cognitive shift from stress to acceptance and makes it possible for 
individuals to redirect their focus from what is lost to “what they were kept alive to do” (p. 
207).  It is noted that religious membership and involvement in church events such as 
worship and support groups, were also found to be sources of “emotional and material 
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support” (Khawaja et al., 2008, p. 504).  These findings emphasise the importance of 
religious groups, and access to these groups, for people from Burma once resettled in 
Australia.  
 The findings present many practical implications.  The results have identified 
sources of strength that are drawn upon during adversity and contribute to the process of 
making meaning from these experiences.  Knowledge of these strengths may therefore 
contribute to resettlement processes for newly arrived refugees.  On arrival to Australia, it is 
important to identify the individual’s accessibility to these strengths, and facilitate the process 
of increasing access to these resources.  For example, it may be beneficial to assess the 
interpersonal relationships available to the individual and then increase awareness, access and 
involvement in community/support groups (so individuals can share their experiences).  Case 
workers may place increasing importance on individuals being able to contact loved ones 
overseas.  Many participants discussed that their life in Australia was far easier than in Burma 
but described the hardest part about being so far from Burma was not being able to talk with 
family that remained there.  As interpersonal relationships were revealed to be great sources 
of strength, communication with family members may enhance this resource and assist the 
individual when adapting to a foreign life in Australia.  The importance of spirituality and 
church emerged as an important finding and so placing respectful priority on the individual’s 
religious needs could enhance the participant’s access to this strength.  Support for 
spirituality could be operationalised by facilitation of church groups, assisting with access to 
groups, financial support for the groups and provision of religious materials such as books 
and music.  
Findings from the current study have extended the existing body of research and 
knowledge surrounding the refugee experience.  Previous research has mostly focused on 
clinical, and quantitative, approaches to negative responses to trauma.  This study therefore 
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complements existing research with qualitative methodology and salutogenic theory and 
concepts.  The findings make an important contribution to the growing body of research that 
has adopted a more holistic approach to the experiences of refugees emphasising the 
individual’s capacity for survival and well-being. It is recommended that the sources of 
strength identified in the current study may contribute to a framework from which to assess 
an individual’s access to strengths that facilitate well-being.  As a result resettlement 
programs can be tailored to increase availability of strengths in post-migration life. 
 Future studies could examine more closely the nature of responses to post-migration 
stressors in Australia, for example whether sources of strength transform in response to 
changes in adversities from pre to post migration life.  It would also be beneficial to assess 
whether findings from the current study are applicable cross-culturally.  Finally, it is 
suggested that the findings from the current study may be extended further with both 
qualitative and quantitative research.  Future research may assess whether accessibility to 
sources of strength is related to psychological functioning as assessed by quantitative 
measures such as The Hopkins Symptoms Checklist-95 (Lipman, Covi, & Shapiro, 1979) that 
assesses psychological distress, or the WHOQOL-100 Quality of Life assessment 
(WHOQOL Group, 1998).  
 Limitations of the current study may relate to the sample used and procedural design.  
By limiting the study to a sample of people from Burma, it limits the generalisability of the 
findings to a broader refugee community. On the other hand, it is also important to 
acknowledge the specific social, cultural, political and historical contexts at work within 
particular communities.  It is expected that findings from the current study will serve as a 
useful foundation for future studies that may use more diverse samples.  A possible limitation 
regarding the procedure of the study relates to the interview situation and setting.  As the 
interviews were conducted between Caucasian interviewers and Burmese participants, with 
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the interpretation performed by a Burmese multicultural worker that was known to the 
participants, it is not known whether this had any effect on the responses of the participant.  
For instance, a negative effect may derive from inhibition due to cultural differences with 
interviewer or due to familiarity with the interpreter.  Furthermore, one of the multicultural 
workers was a religious representative in the Burmese community in Brisbane and therefore 
it is not known whether participants may have enhanced their answers pertaining to religious 
(Christian) beliefs.  As some of the interviews were conducted in settings unfamiliar to the 
participants, like the university, it is not known whether participants held back emotional 
content due to feeling guarded in new surroundings.  
Overall, the findings contribute to a richer description of the experiences of refugees, 
and specific to this study, the recently arrived individuals from a Burmese cultural context. It 
is expected that a greater understanding of the strengths which individuals may bring to their 
lives during times of adversity and suffering will contribute to the development of 
interventions aimed targeting the most important variables as well as at utilising these 
strengths (Miller et al., 2002).  As the number of refugee entrants from Burma to Australia is 
expected to increase over the next twelve months (DIAC, 2009) the current study makes a 
timely contribution to this currently limited but important area of refugee mental health and 
well-being research in Australia.  
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Table 1 
Super-ordinate Themes and the Constituent themes (N = 18) 
Super-ordinate Theme Constituent Themes 
Interpersonal relationships (super-ordinate) Experience of support 
 Experience of family importance 
 Experience of family support 
 Experience of friendship 
 Experience of sharing experiences 
 Experience of motivation to support family 
 Experience of community 
Existential values Experience of escape 
 Experience of importance of independence 
 Experience of importance of freedom 
 Experience of survival 
 Experience of safety 
 Experience of importance of ‘home’ 
 Experience of political involvement 
 Experience of cultural practice 
 Experience of importance of peace 
Sense of future/agency Experience of importance of education 
 Experience of hope for future 
 Experience of motivation to help others 
 Experience of hope for political change 
 Experience of motivation 
 Experience of concern about future 
 Experience of motivation for freedom 
Spirituality Experience/importance of spirituality 
 Experience of church involvement 
 Experience of spiritual leadership 
 Experience of importance of church songs 
 Experience of religious membership 
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 Experience of religious events 
 
